






























12 
 

its finest and in the context of the overall program extends the basic tenets of solid squad 

leadership to the Corps writ large.  Mentor/mentee relationships and interactions take place prior 

to the HFC meeting, ensuring a productive, active process on a cyclical basis.  The Marines 

promote resiliency through proactive leadership, monitoring, and mentoring. 

 The program, because it comes from the CMC, contains checks and balances to ensure it 

functions as intended.  As part of the bi-annual Inspecting General’s inspection, the Major 

Command Inspecting General team reviews the unit’s Force Preservation Campaign as part of 

the inspection of the unit’s Sergeant Major.  Such inspections demonstrate the importance of the 

program and the emphasis it receives from top to bottom contributes to its effectiveness. 

Comparing 2009 to 2010 will be instructive to evaluate overall effectiveness.  The most 

drastic behavior the program seeks to prevent is suicide, and the average number of suicides in 

the Marine Corps in 2009 was 24 per 100,000, the highest among the military services.30  

However, in 2010 the rate fell to 16.5 per 100,000, a drop of almost 33%, matching the 2007 rate 

and second to the Army’s rate of 21.8.31  The program, at least from what can be seen on what is 

inarguably the most important measure, saving the lives of our forces, works. 

With its smaller size, incredibly tight-knit warrior ethos, and emphasis on the individual 

Marine as a weapon, the nature and structure of the USMC program comes as no surprise.  

However, the individual unit leadership attention and focus on the health of its personnel could 

translate to other services.  To examine how it might function, it is useful to examine the current 

program in the Air Force. 

The Air Force 
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The United States Air Force operates a very different resiliency program.  Unlike the 

Marines, no message went from the Chief of Staff (CSAF) to commanders directing them to 

execute a specific type of resiliency or mentoring program.  Instead, the CSAF and Chief Master 

Sergeant of the Air Force made numerous speeches, conducted town hall meetings, and issued 

Public Service Announcements (PSAs) where they emphasized resiliency, but only as it related 

to readiness.  “The PSAs are part of ongoing Air Force strategic communications efforts geared 

toward ensuring Airmen are aware of the numerous resources at their disposal and to promote 

help-seeking behavior.”32  The program became part of the Comprehensive Airman Fitness 

initiative, an over-arching effort to improve overall Airman readiness and wellness as related to 

mission accomplishment.  It advocates resiliency as an individual responsibility built through 

physical, social, spiritual, and mental fitness.33  This initiative relies on individual unit 

commanders to emphasize among many competing priorities.  

Although the Air Force demonstrates commitment to caring for its returning warriors, the 

level of effort does not mirror that of the Marines.  The Air Force established a Deployment 

Transition Center (DTC) to give care to those most at risk.  In fact, in Public Affairs guidance to 

commanders, the DTC is discussed:  “The DTC uses a resiliency-building, strength-based 

approach to empower Airmen at high-risk for traumatic exposure to decompress and successfully 

progress through the reintegration process before returning home.  It employs leader, peer, 

chaplain, mental health and medical staff to provide enhanced deployment support.  Identified 

service members attend a two-day decompression program, which provides recreational and 

decompression activities.  The objectives of this two-day program are to provide these Airmen 

with time to refocus, increase knowledge of available resources for support and decrease the 

stigma associated with mental health issues.  Ultimately, the program prepares Airmen for the 
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upcoming reintegration with their families, coworkers and communities.”34  However, as we 

have seen, many of the challenges do not manifest until weeks, months, and sometimes years 

after a warrior’s return, so a two day transition, while extremely valuable and certainly the 

beginnings of an effective long term care program, is not nearly enough.  The Comprehensive 

Airman Fitness Program is, in theory, designed to support the reintegration and transition process 

over the long term.  Practically this translates into another website-based program with a link on 

the Air Force Portal that provides commanders information, but not much more in terms of 

resources.  The program exists, but like other programs, it does not come with specifically 

associated resources and so commanders and units must, on their own, determine how, and 

sometimes if, to execute this mission set.  For commanders with responsibilities to train aircrews, 

maintain aircraft, repair runways, respond to broken sewer lines in housing, or a host of other 

daily requirements, the resiliency program often becomes something done by exception rather 

than as an integral part of command.   

The Air Force core tenet of centralized command, decentralized execution appears to be 

strongly at work in this instance.35  The Air Force typically grants commanders significant 

leeway in terms of leading their units, so mandated, rigorous programs are few.  However, a 

program without resourcing that relies on individual unit commanders to prioritize it runs the risk 

of it not making the cut in our constrained environment.  This does not mean to imply 

commanders do not want to improve the resiliency of their personnel or they do not feel it is 

important.  It simply becomes a matter of “what gets checked gets done,” as the old AFN 

commercial says.  In addition, the Comprehensive Airman Fitness program looks more at 

physical fitness statistics than it does mental fitness or high-risk behaviors and only as it relates 

to ensuring readiness to execute the mission, not reintegration or healing from combat stress.  In 
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fact, on the most current Inspector General Checklist inventory published for Air Combat 

Command, wing level evaluations contain 132 checklists.36  None specifically identify resiliency 

as a topic for inspection and no Special Interest Item relating to the Comprehensive Airman 

Fitness Program exists.37 

To evaluate the effectiveness of this program, we will again look to the most critical 

statistic of concern: suicide rates.  In 2009, the Air Force had a suicide rate of 12.5 per 100,000, a 

slight increase from the previous year and in keeping with the overall increased rates since 

2007.38  In 2010 the rate increased by 25% to 15.7, almost double the low of eight per 100,000 in 

2002.39  It seems simply having a program may not be enough.  

 

Recommendation 

 The more rigorous, intense, and focused Marine program generates better results 

according to the data.  The question remains:  can its success be replicated in the very different 

Air Force?  While understanding it must be modified and any change may generate its own 

challenges, the answer is yes. 

 The Marine program takes the format of an operations order.  The Air Force, as a rule, 

does not issue orders or directives in the same way the other services do.  After all, in the early 

1990s the Air Force eliminated having regulations and went to having instructions.40  This 

provided commanders with the leeway to bend, deviate, and even contradict published guidance 

more freely since the legal distinction between a regulation (a law) and an instruction (a policy) 

made it less a crime and more a mistake to go against the rules, or so it was perceived.  This type 

of thinking lends to a culture where even when something requires an order, rarely is one given.  
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The Air Force relies on “the bro network” and its peer pressure to achieve lasting change.  

Enhanced resiliency requires more than peer pressure.  It will require senior commanders to 

intervene and give clear, unequivocal orders to squadron commanders to execute the program. 

Most squadrons in the Air Force have an assigned Chaplain and most Medical Groups 

across the Air Force separate their providers into subunits assigned to specific squadrons.  Air 

Force squadrons have safety representatives and all have commanders and senior enlisted.  With 

this in mind, Wing commanders already have the resources available to them to replicate the 

HFC of the Marines.  Air Force members can also be assigned mentors, just as in the Corps.  The 

true difference in the two programs is in how the program has been transmitted.  In the Marines, 

it is an order coming from the CMC himself.41  In the Air Force, it is an initiative, one that as of 

now does not appear on an inspection checklist, so it does not have the emphasis.  Wing 

commanders can, and should, provide written orders detailing the situation, the tasked mission, 

their concept of execution, the support provided, and the communication requirements to their 

subordinate units.  This written documentation will codify the thinking, enable prioritization 

among subordinates, and ensure when the program is up and running, the word will flow back to 

the commander on its status. 

 While adopting an HFC type structure may appear invasive and violate privacy, it does 

not, as the Marine program demonstrates.  Those involved already have access to the information 

and unit leaders already discuss such matters when necessary.  The formalization of the review is 

the change and the review and the insight it provides is needed. 

 The Air Force continues to lose Airmen at an increasing rate.  The current program will 

not stem this tide because it is just that, a program.  We need guidance, direction, resources, and 
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most of all, leaders who prioritize resiliency as a necessary and essential mission.  It seems tragic 

that Air Force commanders need to be ordered to prioritize the care of their returned warriors and 

families, but the research indicates they do.  Otherwise, we will continue to see commanders who 

prioritize equipment readiness over personnel health. 

Conclusion 

The need for a real resiliency program is a reality that will not go away.  If we truly want 

to reconstitute and be ready for the next conflict, we must have a force that is ready as well.  

While many dismiss resiliency programs as “touchy-feely” and unnecessary wastes of resources, 

no time spent ensuring the health and welfare of our most precious resource, our people, is ever 

wasted.  Even the most cynical will agree that if we do not have ready, rested, and capable 

forces, we cannot project power.  If we as an Air Force are serious about reconstituting and 

resetting, we need to get serious about resiliency and put together a program similar to that of the 

Marine Corps to address the reality of the situation, not just talk about it and hope talking works. 
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